


‘, Disquieting figures released this week by the House bill provides only $35 million and the Senate
‘Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta confirm that bill only $42 million. -
food poisoning is far more prevalent than earlier : The new figures from the C.D.C. should prompt
studies have suggested. The agency now estimates
that about 76 million Americans contract some sort
of food-borne illness annually - more than double

’ -i~~previousestirnate  of 30 million.
These findings come at a critical moment for

the food safety,issue  in Congress. A House-Senate
conference committee is about to convene to decide
how much money will be allocated for food safety
efforts by the Agriculture Department and the Food
and Drug Administration. Both chambers have
passed budget measures that skimp on food safety.
Although President Clinton requested an increase of
$62 million to expand food inspections and research
on how to minimize microbial contamination, the

the conferees to approve the full funding requested.
It i.s a pittance compared with the huge financial
costs imposed by food-borne illness in terms of lost
works and medical care, estimated by some experts
as exceeding $8 billion a year.

Beyond the immediate budget battle, Congress
needs. to turn to structural reform. The current
system for protecting the public from unsafe food is
a dangerously inefficient jumble administered by a
dozen different agencies. A promising measure
pending in the Senate would create a streamlined
system under the authority of a new independent
Federal agency. The latest C.D.C. findings make it
seem all the more timely.
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